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ABSTRACT 7 ‘ : :
Ludwig Wittgenstein's theory of language games,

although largely undeveloped, can provide the basis for a useful
analogy between the composition process and the playing of a game.
Teachers can motivate students to write by presenting the composition
process as a language game.- The following points should prove helpful
in acconplishing.this end: na game is as much fun when it is first
being learned as it is after it has been mastered; people know
vhether they have lost in any game; in the early stages of a game,
people are allowed to profit from mistakes; and all games have ryles
vhich are meant to be ‘followed. Teachers of freshman composition ’
shoqld concern themselves with matters of clarity, organization, gnd
meaning and not with those basic "rules of the gane" whose master\ is
only a matter.of practice. (KS) R o .
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W1ttgenste1n s Theory of Language Games and . - ,

ED133741,

the Freshman Comp081tlon Class . L
J.F. Kobler '

’Because I had aé-a teacher of composltlon made a regular,
* but not systematic, practlce of encouraginq students -to pracé;ce
‘wrltlng with the same spirit they m1ght g1ve skate board1ng or
pool shots, I v1ewed w1th 1nterest<end hope occa81onal references, s\\

to Ludw1g W1ttg&nste1n s theory of language games. My self—
\

~

promlsory notes to read Wlttgensteln flnally came due about a

year ago. Frankly, TI'm dlsappolnted 1n Wittgensteln overall

as a phllosophen, more«because of his- 1mcomplete, helterLskelter
Lo approach to all 1deas than because of the 1deas themselves.

—~
L1kew1se; I was dxsappolnted to find out how largely undeveloped

T by'wlttgensteln hlmself.was this theory_of langauge~games. while
I'm listlng dlsapp01htments, let me %@d that wh1ch comes from t, Y
the knowledge of how few students are w1l11ng to work hard
~e§2ughvat anythin “any game, any kind of learning to become

‘good at 1t.” I d6n't mean profe881onally good, but Just competent
and knowledgeable to th uttermost limits Qf the1r native talents.;
g But back to my d1sa olntmept im W1ttgenstemn on language’

games. Apparently Levery spec1f1c use” of language is a language(

game, as this portlon of his longer llst in Phllo phlcal

Investlgatlons (23) should indicate to you.

’ . : o

"Giving orders, and obeying them=— ‘ , \wx.
: . . . | ‘ A

Describing'the\appearance of anmobject. A N .-




. ¢ ’ B ] I» .‘ . s . "'
. . . Reporting an event-- N —~

Speculating about an event--
}a-Making-up a story}»and feading it--

Singing catches-- | - - ; S #

LI |

Tr&nslating»ffom one laugauge i vmanother--
, _‘Asking, thaq}ihg, cursing, greeting, praying.“:
1f these are all language games, what uses of langauage caknat
be called games? .Wittgensteiu does not list any specific none-
u game'uses of lahguage.t One thing he does say is this: "Here
[ ithe term 'ianguage-g___"is meant to brihg into pfomiﬁeuce the
N : | fact thatnthe speaking cF a 1anguage is part of an actlvity, or

\\ . of a form of life" (PI, 23J. '7 : . .

N
Wlttgensteln may be 8o dfvoted in the 1n1t1a1 sections of - )

- Phllosophlcal Investigatlons to refuting Augustlne's be11ef

that the naming of objects is the only essent1a1 language game

in town, and that names of objects are as fixed, as God-given, W\\\
‘agkare}the objécte themselves, that he negfecte‘to defend‘and .. h

_ explaiﬁ'his;own term "iauguage—games." However, we'mﬂst.notad' \\
think that'ﬁittgenstein is’ciaiming that your‘and my total

uses of Engllsh ‘are no more than a co;léptlon of discrete

. language games. In fact, in the Blue ahd Brown Book@ (p. 81)

he a\x;)exp11c1tly, "The. plcture we. have ‘of the language of

the grown up 19 that of Sbneb'!o g_mass of language, his mother

tongue, surrounded by dlscrete‘end more or less Z}ear cut
language games, the technical: languages." Such\ echnical

‘languages include descriptive geometry, chemical symbols, maybe

even:logic as practiced by phiZQQ;phers. Is poftizlg discrete - —

‘, - ' » ’ . ~
., _ . . :
% . : ; " :
. . : s , ,
7 —_— : - Lo
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language game? Might even the 500-word in-class theme represent -
. [y N -
-a languagye-game? One of Wittgenstein's more severe critics

(James Bbgen in Wittgenstein's Philosophy of Language, [p.: 204]).

asseﬁfg that "Outside these abnormally well determined uses of
language the analogy between words and p1eces whose roles are
clearly flxed by the practlces and rules of a game becomes far-
fetched and misleading." I hope to show here that no matter

how ill-defined Wittgensteinfs theory of language games may be,
no mafter how ill-chosen his most constant game example (chess)
may be; that the basic analoqy between writing in a'language
(or -learning to write in a language) and-playing a game is

’neither far-feﬁched nor misleading, .In fact, I consider the

‘analogy highly instructiv:
'In setting it forth, I isy most of the stress upon motiva-

tion; the idea of language games may best be used. to motivate

- . . .
students to better written performances. Surely, motivating
students to want to write better is our single most_difficulﬁ

. : . N
tagk. My remarks today are designed to motivate you to motiyate
’ - .

;’;’thilling students to want to try to learn the game of writihg

English expository prose well enough tbiachieve some informgtive

o;\persuasive victories. h N

~

d

But, you protest, wrltlng is not a game; it #s hard wor

Comp031t10n.must not be made fun. It must be takEJ serious y.

Of course it must. But whoever sa1d we don't-take ‘games

arlie Finley? ; Tom Landry? .

i?ribusly? Vince Lo ardi?

Wittgenstein found it hard to define "game,":to restrict g 

K

{
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to particuiar human activities. He admits that we do not know
the boundarles of what it means for someth1ng to be 4 game
because "nohe have been drawn" (PI, 69). But his implicatioh
is that no matter how extensive they are, boundaries can indeed :
: he drawn to include only certaiq»human activities under the |
“Yubric "game" and exclude certain others. I findlthat hard to
believe. So did Emily Dickinson, as she illustrates with Poem
#338 in which she sees her effort to understand the supernatural
as a game of hide and seek. lEvery human activity can be a game.
Notice that I aia not say that every human activity can be
turned rnto a game, because that would'mean that some activities
are really not games, but by changing something internal about
the activity, we can change non-game into game. From the per-
spective I am taking today and the one I suggest you take in
teaching compositaon,/everything we do is a;game. v
Writing the goo-word,'ih-class theme ié a language game.
It may even be one which we should teach students to'play, but
~we\ﬁust not forget that it is only one of many ianguage gafhgs::f
Is it, we must ask ourselves, the one best suited to teach"v
students theibas1c principles of all language games? Or is
a Journal-game better? But answerlng those questlons wouid
lead me once agalneihrough that maze of arguments we have all
been through so’ many timeS\lD/WhICh we prove over and over aga1n ¢

to ourselves (but rarely to others) that our own pedagogical .

/
method is .superior to all others. ‘

N

~

Let me, then, not argue for creat1ve se1f~expresslon ‘as the

'best way to teach stu ents to wr1te or even to get them to want

5]



to write; rather, let me waXx philosdphical for a moment and’

ask some Wittgenstein—like que:;iops about w0rk‘andup1ay'.
ing

games and non-games.' Was I wo of Jplaying wher I wrote

-

this paper? Am I playing a game in ‘rédading it alobud? . Or is

this far too serious a business to be. a game? Are you enjoy-
. - - s . : - .

o

ing what 'you hear?(_I'm not on my university's pafroii now,
’ S ‘
8o how can I be works&ng? T must be playlng.

<

Clearly, thel\efference between a game and a non—game is

“

) P

not at ail clear. A rece issue of Newsweek used the word
'game"tat least” three timZ{.ln descrlblng the work of a man
who trades in pork be111es on the Chlcago Mercantlli/éxchange.
But let's turn Robert Frost loose for\the last word on, those
_questions of when is it work and when rs'it play . - Remember
‘the two tramps in mudtime who want to chop wood for'money
instead‘bf fun? The fina?t lines of the'poem,go,lrke this:
. ‘'Only where love and need_are one,
Ané the work is piay for mortal stakes,
.Is the ﬁeed'ever rea11y~done

For Heaven and the future's sakes.

‘ 4

may be helpful 1n.show1ng a comp031tlon class that writing dan ’

-be play.. Most freshmen will probably not even demand def1n1-.

tions of "language and of "gage," although providing them

with such may hot be harmful.- : E T .
{ Do, however, prov1de them w1th~an extendeé analogy between

'wrrtlng and something they thlnk of as a game. Shortly I will

Such poetic or philosophical meanderinés {or game-playingy

- €



do that very thing with bowling. ' I.-hope to have a ball with
. . . . ‘ . s . . ’
it.

Bu} first, a few'fundamental truths we may forget occasion-

aily about'gaﬁes we plaj well or even watch wellfr By the way,
. ‘ too many compositibn teachzrs may’ be spectators o1 composition
language-games rather than participants )
Fundamental.truth'number-lzu No game is nearly as much fun
] when it is first being learned asiit is after it has been -
.magtered to some dedree. Getting down the basic moves in
‘checkers‘is;not'really much fun. Learningetoimanage a pool cue
’ without ripping up the felt can .be ‘a very exasperatlng éxperi-
ence, Only hard work and ot Mmuch fun occur during the inrtialv
. stgges of learning to play the language-game of college composi-
Atiqn_ Freshmen should not be mislead to believe otherwise.
Number 2: A person knﬂ'§~when he baslfailed or lost in a
game. Ultimately students shouid no more be protected from
'losing a language-game than thé& are from losing at solitaire
~.or jacks. One of our most obVious but not easily achieved,
,gbals is to get each student to the pOint of recogniZing when

!

he has lost some particular writing struggle between himself -

v
the pocket and'what he must do differ-
L4 (
‘ently the next time. A student of-mine recently proved‘she

)’

and the words. . He knowi great deal about bowling when he
k'nows why the ball misse

-

knows the equivalent about writing by. cutting 30 pages out of

her own thesrs.

. Number 3:




1 "
he is allowed to make mistakes and to profit from them. The

chess instructor does not insist that absolute cefeat be
declaredlupon the mnovice who mekes one bad move. Su;ely the
student will be allowed to take back that move ae that he may
sce the ultimate consequences of his mistake. But ;he game
will go on. Such an attitude-must be built into all freshman
composition courses. Each student must- be allowed to play
each early.match withoué tne penalty of losing' the whole game.
No permanent penalties,‘no fixed evalgations; no,averdge-
creating numbers shculd be usedtuntil the leerning process ;s
so far along that a defeat will not be totallx demoralizing. N
Nobcdy wants to pla}_when every contest brings instanc defeat.
.Playing against impossible odds is no fun at ail. Students
‘must be wotivated to keep the game going, Fo‘keep trying to

)

learn all the moves. But when they finally can't play the’

3

B

game well enough they mnst be cut from the_réeter.
T Number 4: All games have rules, including languaée games.
'~ What wittgenstein has calied that."nebulous‘maes of language”
is, of ccqrse, not prescribed,:not'péeecribabie. The French o
Academy cannot keep French pure. "Le drug store" is not going °

out if buslness ‘because of the .academy. Language per se

(ﬁ\/can‘only be_descrlbed; it cannot be prescribed. However,

particular language games can be and must be ptescribed.
. During my time of employment with the Shell 0il Company I had
to speil the word s-u-l-f-u-r because a two-inch thick, loose-

leaf notebook directed me to do so. My right to my own spellings
. ! : - * v




' of other words and to some idiosyncratig punctuation practices

was taken away from me as long as I wanted to draw asShell of

A

a a/lary. .
That's the way it is in -the world of language gqmes. We

do our btudents and ourselves a serious disservice if we try
" to idealize some other world for them. We might as well try
to get them to believe in fﬂiry tales as to preach their right

to their own language. ' ,

Number Rules are meant to be followed. All pool players
(except whenathey are just playing around) h1t the white ball
with the smaller end of’ the stick. Chess players follow the
rules ebout whggh piece can he moved which direction. Except
for a\typographical error, I-have seen no publica fon 'in recent
years that'did not require its writqrs end edit rs to produce
‘t-h-e*r-e and t-h-e- i—r-on demand. Surely teachers of composi-
tion have as many rights as editors and publishers to demand
that their students learn to follow these simplée rules or not
pla& the game of writihg.: Can we really pley tennis with‘some-
one who keeps trying to strike the ball with the handle portion
of the strange instrument? Yes, indeed, the rules/of baseball
change; of course, the grammatical rules change. As baseball
players must know which league has the designated hitter'rule,

.so composition‘teechers and their»students must keep up with
* changes. in the rulbs, those being established anew by the best
of currént practices. | ey

I.ikewi'se‘, we must es __teachers of compcsitiolx make an ho‘nes"'
andvmeaniigful distinction hetween ‘language as such and- composi-

h l ' o ‘ \J ‘
o o A ' ) 9« - ‘




~tion of‘particular pieces

We must recognize that within a particular language game
as in all other games there are rules, and then there are rules

For ekample, in a bowling alley gou should find no_pall weigh- F

ing more than 16 pounds or measuring more than 27 inches in cir<

—

‘ cumference. Those are rules which must be obeyed if you plan

4

to boﬁl in a sanctioned league. There are lots of other'rules

governing your personal conduct -and attitudes toward other bowl-.

ers in your league. Casual, afternoon bowlers don't pay much
attention to these rules, as’'someone writing perscnal letters
ﬁey violete so-calleo languagelfules with inpunity. But the
student who chooses to attend a/Follege“or university and to
play the language game in composition class limits himself to
the rules of the authorities govern%ng that game. Idealiy, of
course, these authorities will estaﬁlish the local house-rules
intelligently .in conjunctfon with general rules which exist in
the overall world of writing what used to be called standard
‘-English. )
| - But all games have a seoonB\group of rules,lwhich'are‘not
rules at all but good practices, suggestions for getting a JOb'
done most effectively. In bowling, most instructors wili try

»

t0'get,their’students to employ a pendulum swing of the arm.

Of course, a few years'ago Don Carter was a'chsmpionship”e?wler ’
with an obviously un-pendulum sﬁing. He badly crooked his
throwing elbow during his'approach. He was practicing his own

style;chowever,xhe still bowled with s.proper size ball. Of
. i “ -

-

s
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course, I'm playiﬁg a little game here with specialized knowl-
edge of bowling. Any insérhctor employing an even more extended -
analogy to motivate his students to see the light will want to _
play with a game he knows a lot about." These-”ruldgﬁ‘for better
playing exist in each language-game. We call them:stylistiéfA
rules. ' Making a firm departmentﬁl péiicy that no student wilii
successfulﬁy.compleée freshman composition without'demonstr&i—f
ing the abinty to spell a certain list of words with almost
perfect cgnsistency is not at all the same thing as making a
rule . that the first person pronoun is:not used in expository
prose. Yet.students come regularly into my éiasses doing all
sorts of damage to,common sensgfand smooth senteﬁce structure
by tryiné to avoid the pronoung ;‘becausg somé misguid;d teacher
has laid this rulé down as Fhe‘équivalent of a 16-pound bowling
ball.“ No, this ié the equivalent of Don Cartefus crooked' arm
swing. But the same student who has mastered the "no-I" fool—
ishness has been allowed to get through twelve years ofvschool;
ing without leagning to produce certain automatic spellings when
the occasion demands. Perhaps we must drop a 16 -pound bow{ing
ball on his toes, telling him he: cannot write in this league

»

with that faulty equipment.

N/ )
I know the objéctions to all I'm saying. I'm letting

14
picky little, unimportant things take precedénce over the pur-
suit of the real problems ik'composition; But spelling is just
one example I have chosen to use. I know that students need

" to -learn to%make clear statements of ideas. I also know that
' L ' ) .
¥
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~8uch.clarity comes with difficulty, with greater difficulty
than getting the mechanics under csntrol.

In fact, I would argue that what we ought to be teaching in’
ﬁll,freshman composition courseé are matters of. clarity, organi-
zati;n, and meaning; we should not be teaching the baaics‘which
the students failéd to master in the previous twelve years. If
they are capabie of learning thesé tﬁings,‘then we must help?
them to do so on their own,'outsidé the classroom. They need

—~£0 go to the practice fiéld every day and run their equivaient_
of windsﬁfintq in oréer to get thémaelves ready.to play the real

game when phe time comes. Then we can'save.our real. teaching

for the important.issues_bf clarity, oréénization, and_meani g.
Perhaés we ca; motivate studentg to practice and pract#ce agai
with;an appeal to their sporting instincts. Those who agrive in
ciaas with the equivalént of l6-pound bowling balls may.sta¥t
using'our alleYs.immediately: those who come with the wrong

. £ :
equipment will have to turn it in for the proper stuff before
. . -

they will be allowed to start to play}nuflaﬁgudge game. The
pendulum swing comes after the ball is weighedt

None of this palaver maf’be what Wiétgenéﬁein-meant for me
to do with his scattered, undevelopéd aﬂd, at'times, cénfusing
explanations of languagengames.'.But he gave me mostly notes’aﬁd
disconnected discourse. Mytcéurse, then, is clear,.as is my'
conscience. I can Gge.the éeight'bf authority of a famous'phi—
losopher in my teaching. Maybe it will even impress a p;udeﬁt
or two. Perhaps I can motivate a few students into thinking |

differently about writing, if they can see that it does equate

4
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) 3 . : ' ' ' ¥
' w1th other games,whlch they enjoy more and whlch enjoﬁya 1gher < 2,

‘ . \?":""0
ranking -in. the1r mlnds. Perhaps they canm even learn somethlnq

s,g_:-,’.'be.cat.xse of the kind of game analogles I have illustrated brlefly
i here, but my main goal witb lahguage games»in the composit)o
.'classroom is’ motlvatronal rather than directly 1nstructxve

b | -

That s because I'm convinced that the-college students with- some

A

-mental and linguistic agility can learq to play our language

'.game. Our job is primarily to make them want to play it well.

But we must begin again to believé’in‘our own gamé and to enforce

the rules. Let's face 1t, being the Iovable old coach may not -

) \
be enoudh; we may have to become the hated referees agaln,

S~ ' J. F. Kobler /
- Department of English ‘ '
- North Texas State Unlver51ty
Denton, Texas
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